Contrary to the belief of some international commentators, civilian internment was not an entirely new phenomenon in 1914. At the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth centuries the Spanish in Cuba and the British in South Africa both carried out the mass detention of noncombatants in 'concentration camps'. The Balkan wars of 1912 and 1913 also saw deportations and atrocities against civilian populations. What was different in 1914, however, was the sheer scale of the problem. Historians have identified several underlying reasons for this. One was the phenomenon of universal military service in continental European countries, transforming wars into mass confrontations between empires and nation states in which huge numbers of reservists were liable to be called up. Conversely, each 'enemy alien' in detention was one less recruit for the opposing army. Linked to this was the development of virulent war cultures in all belligerent states, with press campaigns against 'spies' and 'saboteurs' helping to reinforce popular prejudices towards immigrants and minority communities. Jews, Germans and other 'alien' nationalities deported from the western districts of Russia, even though many were Imperial Russian subjects, fell under suspicion for exactly these reasons, as did naturalized and non-naturalized Germans and Austrians in France, Britain, Australia, Brazil and (to a lesser extent) the USA. However, 'preventive' detention and anti-alienism were not the only motives for internment. The Central Powers and Russia, where they ran occupation regimes, often seized and deported civilians for purely punitive reasons. This was the case, for example, with French nationals removed to Germany in retaliation for minor acts of resistance, and with Serbs deported to AustriaHungary and Bulgaria during and after the campaigns of 1915/16.14 At other times propaganda also played a role, so that the arrest of 'enemy aliens' might be undertaken in order to highlight the alleged ill-treatment of prisoners by the enemy. The internment of British civilians in Germany in November 1914 was an example of this, although there were other motives here too, including the desire to divert public attention away from setbacks on the battlefield." Finally, the serious manpower shortages faced by countries like Germany, AustriaHungary and Russia after the first few months of the war were a further incentive to retain or deport enemy nationals as forced labourers to work in the war economy. As the labour historian Ulrich Herbert has noted, in Germany the conscription of foreign civilian workers, including several hundred thousand Poles and Belgians, was 'of enormous economic importance, indeed virtually indispensable to the war effort'.'6 While the motives behind civilian internment were varied and at times contradictory, however, there is no doubt that it represented a humanitarian crisis on a huge and unforeseen scale. This was a problem not only for the ICRC, but also for neutral governments which agreed to act as the representatives of particular countries for the duration of the war. 
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The Spanish embassy in Berlin faced even greater difficulties when it came to reporting 'the facts', given the repeated refusal of the German military authorities to allow its inspection teams access to prison camps in occupied France and Belgium. Spanish officials were, of course, well aware of the inadequacy of their relatively favourable reports on camps inside Germany, when they were not allowed to visit camps in the occupied regions. However, they also did not want to offend German officialdom to the extent that they might be denied access to camps inside Germany as well, nor did they want to encourage France to believe that reprisals against German prisoners might be justified. Delegates from the ICRC who visited Berlin on a fact-finding mission in early 1917 interviewed the Spanish ambassador and noted several causes for concern.
Spanish embassy officials have had the opportunity to visit the prisoners taken in April 1916 at Verdun, who were recently moved to camps [in Germany]. During all the time that these prisoners were held in the occupation zone [la zone des armees], they were not allowed to write to their families and their names did not appear on the lists [handed to the Spanish embassy].... The [Spanish] ambassador has protested about these violations against international conventions; but his protests have had no effect. The response is always the same: 'military necessity'. Mr Saura also claims that the demolition work carried out on the Somme before the latest German retreat was carried out by French prisoners.27
In the meantime, while foreign diplomats and ICRC officials struggled to reconcile the twin demands of impartiality and concern to uphold international conventions, national Red Cross societies and private charities involved in relief work did not face these dilemmas to the same degree, although there is some evidence that they were aware of them. Elisabeth Rotten, a leading pacifist with Quaker connections and head of the Berlinbased Auskunfts-und Hilfsstelle fiir Deutsche im Ausland und Auslinder in Deutschland, was adamant that personal feelings and national animosities could and should be kept out of humanitarian work and that efforts should be made to correct sensationalist newspaper reporting at all times. In a letter of March 1915 to Edouard Naville, the head of the ICRC inspection team, she praised the above-mentioned report on the British camps for its sober language and continued:
We are grateful for the valuable support that you have thereby given to our ongoing efforts to establish reliable information, and hope that we may make public use of your announcement. We have been trying for a long time now to correct false reports in the Frankfurter Zeitung and other papers on the basis of our more authentic sources, but unfortunately mostly in vain. We are preparing a publication in which we attempt to portray the current situation in a more balanced and accurate manner, but sadly we have to assume that we will not reach a broad audience through this means. There was thus a constant tension between the principle of impartiality and the desire to promote more humane conditions for prisoners which was never really resolved by any of those involved in camp inspections during the war, whether operating through private welfare organizations, neutral embassies or international bodies like the ICRC and the YMCA.
Meanwhile, in 1916, as the war continued into its third year, the ICRC became increasingly concerned at the growing evidence of physical and mental ill-health among civilian and military POWs. Therefore much more of its energies were put into campaigning for the neutral internment and/or repatriation of prisoners through international agreement. The Vatican, too, was heavily involved in such campaigns, although there was little co-operation between the two organizations.34 In September 1917, for example, the Geneva conference of neutral Red Cross societies called for an end to retaliations against prisoners of war and for equality of status for civilian detainees. And in May 1918, shortly after the ratification of the second Berne agreement between France and Germany for the exchange of POWs, the ICRC issued a declaration in which it called for the release of all civilian prisoners and all military prisoners who had been detained for more than 18 months.3s
On one level the ICRC's campaigns were quite fruitful, namely in persuading governments and national Red Cross societies to recognize the existence of so-called 'barbed wire disease', i.e. the symptoms of mental illness developed by some long-term prisoners. They were also partially successful in drawing attention to the particular plight of older internees, both civilian and military, who had been separated for long periods from their wives and children. 
